The Downfall of Oates
one might have thought, could have sent out his invitations
without an eye to political advantages. Oates was on
friendly terms with Dr Peter Gunning, the sturdy Royalist
scholar and theologian, who was then Bishop of Ely. Sir
John Reresby met him at dinner at the Bishop's house, and
relates that Oates said things about the Duke of York and
the Queen Dowager for which that good Tory, Sir John, was
bound to reprove him, since no one else dared to do so.
Thereupon the doctor threw himself out of the room in a
temper, and the guests were fearful lest they should have
incurred his displeasure. The Bishop told Reresby that
" such was the general drift of his discourse, and that he
had sometimes checked him for the indecency of his talk,
but to no purpose." Nor was the Bishop of Ely the only
friend he had upon the episcopal bench. The Archbishop
of Canterbury, the gentle, saintly William Bancroft, used to
invite him to Lambeth, and recommended him for promo-
tion, and it was fully expected that the man would ultimately
himself receive a bishopric. These facts are difficult to
reconcile with the popular accounts of him as a loathsome
and repulsive personality, both morally and physically,
which the pamphleteers of the Court published in luxuriant
detail. These have been too readily accepted. Historians
are like draughtsmen of Chancery affidavits, who are always
ready to state any proposition under cover of the preface,
" I am informed and credibly believe." I have often
thought " credulously " would be the more accurate adverb.
But though Oates was undoubtedly a man who in his
day attracted divines of various beliefs, and was a scholar and
theologian of sorts and not the Caliban that his enemies
pictured him, yet he was a fanatic and a rogue, and behaved
with intemperate vanity in the days of his prosperity.
For two years he lorded it over his little world, and was
a popular hero. It was roses, roses all the way; but Nemesis
awaited him, and the law that had battened on his perjuries
was, in a very literal fashion, to turn and rend him.
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